Spatial learning is critical to most animals for many behaviours necessary to survival. In vertebrates, most studies on spatial learning and memory have been conducted in mammalian and avian species with few studies on reptiles. We examined spatial learning in the corn snake Elaphe guttata guttata by training 17 young snakes to find the one open shelter in an eight-hole arena, where the entrance was not visible from the arena surface. Over a 16-trial, 4-day training period, snakes showed (1) a significant decrease in the mean latency to the goal, (2) a significant decrease in the mean total distance travelled, (3) a significant increase in the percentage of the total distance travelled in the quadrant containing the goal, and (4) a significant increase in movement in the goal quadrant above chance. Although no differences were found in the number of errors made over the training period, snakes made fewer errors on all days than expected by chance. This study shows that snakes can learn rapidly a spatial-escape task that is relevant behaviourally and suggests that entering a shelter reinforces this learning. Mechanisms of orientation for the task described are discussed.
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To generate general theories of learning and memory, it is important to study a broad range of species (Bingman 1992). Spatial learning is necessary for most animals to survive in their natural environment. Spatial problems encountered by animals in nature are relatively constant across species, such as returning home or going to and from a food source (Grobéty & Schenk 1992). The localization of food and shelter are among the tasks that are facilitated by spatial learning. Among amniotic vertebrates, studies of spatial learning and memory have been conducted primarily in mammals and birds (see Olton et al. 1979; Bingman 1990 Bingman , 1992 Sherry et al. 1992; Benhamou & Poucet 1996 1977) . Field studies strongly suggest that reptiles can learn and remember spatial tasks encountered in the wild, including orientation, homing and the localization of mates, shelter and foraging areas (crocodilians: Murphy 1981; Rodda 1985; chelonians: DeRosa & Taylor 1982; Yeomans 1995; Graham et al. 1996; Lohmann & Lohmann 1996; lizards: Adler & Phillips 1985; and snakes: Landreth 1973; Newcomer et al. 1974; Parker & Brown 1980; Lawson 1989; King & Duvall 1990; Weatherhead & Robertson 1990; Lawson & Secoy 1991; Durner & Gates 1993 ; see reviews by Owens et al. 1986; Gregory et al. 1987; Ford & Burghardt 1993) . Most laboratory studies related to spatial learning in reptiles have used temperature or food as a reward (reviewed in Burghardt 1977; and see Grisham & Powers 1989, 1990; Day et al., in press) . While many studies show that learning occurs, it is unclear whether subjects are learning based on spatial cues or learning to follow a trail, such as from chemical cues or a thermal gradient. In addition, laboratory studies on spatial abilities in reptiles have not been fruitful probably due to the use of tasks designed primarily for rodents (Burghardt 1977) .
In the present study, we examine whether snakes can learn a behaviourally relevant spatial task when the goal
